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The Effects of Work Intensity on 
Adolescent Mental Health, Achievement and Behavioral Adjustment: 
New Evidence from a Prospective Study 

The increasing prevalence of employment among in- school youth has 
generated much controversy. Public attitudes toward youthwork have been 
highly favorable (Phillips and Sandstrom, 1990) , and several national task 
forces have called for greater adolescent involvement in the workplace (Panel 
on Youth, 1974; Wirtz, 1975; Carnegie Council on Policy Studies in Higher 
Education, 1980; National Commission on Youth, 1980). Elder's (1974) study of 
the depression era found that adolescents in economically- deprived families 
contributed to the family economy by paid work or through household labor. 
The more positive mental health and achievement of this cohort, in contrast to 
those who were younger at the time, were attributed to the self-confidence 
gained from helping the family at a time of great need (Elder and Rockwell, 
1979). It is often observed that caring for others is developmentally 
beneficial (Garmezy, 1988; Werner, 1984; Hetherington, 1989). 

More recent research has also identified benefits associated with 
adolescent work. Greenberger and Steinberg's (1986) widely publicized study 
in four California high schools showed that employment was associated with 
self -reported punctuality, dependability, and personal responsibility (see 
also Steinberg, et al., 1982b; Greenberger, 1984); employment was also related 
to girls 1 self-reliance (Greenberger, 1984). D'Amico's (1984) analysis of the 
N.L.S. youth data showed that employment at low intensity (less tLan 20 hours 
per week) lessened drop-out rates. He argues that employers and schools 
revard personality traits which promote achievement. Even marginal jobs 
require self -discipline , mobilization of effort, and application to a task 
(Snedeker, 1982). Given that decisions that must be made in adolescence mark 



the first step of a life-long socio-economic career (Featherman, 1980; Blau 
and Duncan, 1967) , it is not surprising that working during high school is 
positively related to subsequent attainment (Steel, 1991). 

Nonetheless, the predominant tone of most recent scientific commentaries 
on youth employment is negative. In contrast to youthwork during the 
Depression, the societal context and meaning of work for adolescents have 
changed. Greenberger and Steinberg (1986) stress that young workers 
prematurely take on adult responsibilities without adequate coping skills 
(Greenberger, 1983, 1988; see also Cole, 1980). Some investigators (Bachman, 
et al. f 1986; Steinberg and Dornbusch, 1991) link decrements in adjustment to 
hours of work, finding that adolescents who work long hours are particularly 
prone to problem behaviors such as substance use, delinquency, and low 
achievement. Greenberger and Steinberg (1986: 13?) also report that working 
adolescents engage in more deviant behavior and school tardiness than those 
who are not employed. Employment has been associated with cigarette and 
marijuana use (Greenberger, 1984; Stainberg, et al., 1982a). Recent studies 
also suggest that long hours of work are linked to diminished involvement in 
school, as indicated by time doing homework, extracurricular participation and 
academic achievement (Greenberger and Steinberg, 1986; Marsh, 1991; Mortimer 
and Finch, 1986). However, Steinberg and Dornbusch (1991) find that students 
who worked moderate, rather than long hours, reported the highest rates of 
school misconduct; there is a lack of consensus about the effect of employment 
on grade point average (Steinberg, et al. , 1982a, 1982b; Schill, et al. , 1985; 
Lewin- Epstein, 1981; D'Amico, 1984; Hotchkiss, 1982; Steinberg and Dornbusch, 
1991) . 

Prior research has thus considered the association between adolescent 
employment and a range of presumed attitudinal and behavioral outcomes, with 



major emphasis on achievement-related behavior. But it is also plausible to 
expect that work would influence adolescent mental health. Adolescents who 
are employed while they are in school have acquired a status position in an 
environmental context that is entirely new to them. In this arena, they must 
enact an unfamiliar role that has major significance in the lives of adults. 
Just having a job may lead to changed self -concepts and new identities, new 
expectations of responsibility and independence on the part of parents 
(Phillips and Sandstrom, 1990) , and high status in the eyes of peers (Mortimer 
and Shanahan, 1991). 

However, as hours of employment increase, adolescents may experience 
growing difficulties in juggling the demands of work, school, and 
extracurricular activities, as well as commitments to family and friends. 
Greenberger and Steinberg (1986) warn that because work typically consumes so 
much time, some adolescents miss out on a valuable "moratorium" period which 
should be available to explore alternative identities and to develop close 
interpersonal relationships . 

In this paper we examine men.,^1 health, academic achievement, and 
behavioral adjustment in relation to the intensity of work during four years 
of adolescence, using recently-collected longitudinal data. In two earlier 
papers, based on first-wave data from the same study, we reported that there 
were few significant relationships between employment status and intensity, on 
the one hand, and several criteria of mental health, on the other. However, 
the situation was different with respect to the behavioral indicators. As 
hours of work increased, ninth-grade boys and girls engaged in more alcohol 
use, smoking, and school problem behavior (Mortimer, et al. 1992a). 
Furthermore, work intensity measured over a period of time (average hours of 
work since the very first job) had detrimental implications for behavioral 



adjustment even when contemporaneous work intensity was controlled (Mortimer, 
et al., 1992b). In these analyses, however, the ability to make causal 
inferences was quite limited by the cross-sectional data. That is, we were 
unable to assess selection processes; we could not determine whether those who 
initially manifest more behavioral problems choose to work longer hours. 
Furthermore, we could not measure the stability of the problem behaviors over 
time; nor could we determine whether work would have a significant impact on 
behavioral adjustment after controlling such stability. All of these problems 
are remedied in the present longitudinal study. 

DATA SOURCE 

The data were obtained from a four-year study (1988-1991) of the 
effects of work experience on adolescent mental health and development. The 
panel was chosen randomly from a list of ninth graders enrolled in the St. 
Paul (Minnesota) School District. Consent to participate was obtained from 
1,139 parents and 1,139 adolescents who constituted 64 percent of eligible 
cases. (Eligibility to participate in the study was defined by enrollment in 
the school district at the time of the initial data collection and by the 
absence of disabilities that would prevent the completion of a questionnaire.) 
Signed consent was obtained from the invited adolescent as well as one parent 
or guardian. 

This school district contained a large concentration of Hmong families 
who constituted 9 percent of both the student body and the initially- selected 
sample. Because the Hmong are very recent immigrants with a distinctive 
cultural tradition, they required special data collection procedures. The 
analyses of the Hmong data are focused on issues of acculturation; they are 
reported elsewhere (Call and McNeil, forthcoming; Dunnigan, et al., 
forthcoming) . This paper presents lindings based on the general (non-Hmong) 



panel (N-1,000). 

The 64 percent response to the letter of invitation is cause for concern 
because those who decided to participate in the study could be systematically 
different from those whc refused. For example, more highly- educated parents 
could be more positively disposed to research of this kind. To investigate 
this possibility, a probit analysis (LIMDEP) of the decision to participate 
was conducted, with neighborhood socio-economic context indicators obtained 
from census tract tapes and other variables obtained from school records 
assigned to each general sample case as predictors (Finch, et al., 1991). 
Girls were found to be more likely to participate than boys (there are 476 
boys and 524 girls in the general sample), and older students (i,e., older 
than their ninth-grade peers) were less likely to be in the study. Most 
importantly, no socio-economic contextual variables predicted participation. 
We conclude that the sample well represents the student body in the St. Paul 
Public Schools. (For further information about the sample, see Mortimer, et 
al., 1992a). 

Self -administered questionnaires were distributed in school classrooms 
each year (grades 9-12); those students who were not present for either of two 
scheduled administrations (and those who were not attending school, e.g., 10 
percent in wave 4) were mailed questionnaires to their homes, using procedures 
recommended by Dillman (1983). Of the initial 1,000 participants, 93% were 
retained over the four-year period. Questionnaire data were also obtained 
during the first wave from parents of 96% of the adolescent participants. 
Information concerning family socio-economic background was obtained directly 
from the parents . 

MEASUREMENT 

The mental health variables under consideration are depressive affect 
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(from the "General Weil-Being Scale" of the Current Health Insurance Study 
Mental Health Battery, Ware, et al. , 1979), self-esteem (from the Rosenberg 
Self-Esteem Scale, Rosenberg, 1965), and mastery orientation (from the Pearlin 
Mastery Scale, Pearlin, et al., 1981). The loadings for each psychological 
construct were derived from a confirmatory factor analysis of all four waves 
of data using LISREL PC VI. 3 (see Appendix A). In these analyses, item 
variance is expressed as two components: that which is related to the 
construct (the "true score" variance) and "error" (including variance that is 
unique to the item and measurement error) . In estimating the measurement 
structure of each mental health construct, the error terms of each item were 
correlated over time. To systematically assess the similarity of measurement 
structures across waves, and for each sex, corresponding unstandardized lambda 
coefficients (analogous to factor scores) were constrained to be equal across 
waves and gender groups. Goodness-of -f it tests showed that for the three 
mental health constructs there were no significant differences between freely 
estimated and fully constrained (across four waves and the two gender groups) 
models. This shows that the pattern of covariation among the items, which 
reflect their meaning in relation to one another, does not differ across waves 
and is the same for boys and girls. Therefore, unstandardized lambda 
coefficients derived from the fully constrained models (lambdas set to be 
equal across waves and groups) are used as item weights. The more readily 
interpretable standardized coefficients are given in Appendix A. 

There are two indicators of school achievement: self -reported grade point 
average, and the amount of time (hours per week) spent doing homework. 
Adolescent behavioral adjustment was measured by two items reflecting problem 
behavior in school (derived from Simmons and Blyth, 1987) and by the frequency 
of alcohol and cigarette use. (These measures, are shown in Appendix A.) Among 



boys, 46 percent were users of alcohol in wave 1, 60 percent in wave 4; the 
corresponding figures for girls are 48 ami 59 percent, respectively. Across 
the four-year period boys 1 smoking increased from 23 percent to 30 percent; 28 
percent of the girls smoked in wave 1, 34 percent in wave 4. 

Adolescents were considered employed if they were working at the time of 
each survey administration at least once a week, outside their homes, for pay. 
Occasional sporadic employment and work done without monetary compensation do 
not meet these criteria. Work intensity was measured by hours of employment 
per week. 

ANALYTIC STRATEGY 

In this study, we examine the consequences of hours of work after the 
ninth grade. We do this for three reasons. First, the concern about youth 
employment focuses on formal employment in the context of the regular paid 
labor force, not on babysitting, considered one of the more positive jobs held 
by teenagers (Greenberger and Steinberg, 1981), or other kinds of informal 
work. As we shall see, students are more likely to hold jobs in formal work 
settings after the ninth grade. Second, analyzing longitudinal data, obtained 
at more than one point in time, enables assessment of the stability of the 
mental health, achievement and adjustment criteria and control of this 
stability in estimatir.5 the effects of work intensity. Third, as already 
noted, first-wave relationships between ninth graders 8 work and their mental 
health and behavioral adjustment have already been reported (Mortimer, et al., 
1992a; 1992b). By examining the interrelations of work experience and the 
criteria subsequently, we can c.iscern whether the patterns of association are 
consistent across the years of high school. 

It should be recognized that while different individuals work in each 
year of the study, there is considerable employment stability. For example, 
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of students who were employed in the first wave, 61 percent were working in 
the second. Thirty-three percent of first-wave non-workers were employed one 
year later. (Of all respondents who were employed in wave 3, 80Z were also 
working in wave 4; forty-two percent of the wave 3 non-workers were also 
employed one year later.) But because students often change their jobs and 
work schedules, there are shifts in the intensity of work even among those who 
continue to be employed across succeeding waves. Thus, the findings with 
respect to each time period may be best characterized as partially independent 
replications . 

There is some disagreement in the literature about the existence of a 
distinct cutoff with respect to work hours, beyond which adolescents should 
not work. Greenberger and Steinberg (1986), on the basis of their California 
study, concluded that tenth- grade students should not work more than 15 hours 
per week, and eleventh- graders should not work more than 20 hours. However, 
other findings based on more recently- collected data indicate that there is no 
single point after which working becomes markedly deleterious (Steinberg and 
Dornbusch, 1991; .Bachman and Schulenberg, 1991). It is therefore typical for 
investigators to examine the effects of hours measured as an interval -level 
variable; those who are not employed are scored as working zero hours. In 
preliminary analyses we also used this strategy. 

However, if there were a cutoff beyond which the effects of working 
changed, it could be obscured by such a procedure. For example, whereas 
working relatively few hours could be beneficial, excessive work hours could 
have detrimental outcomes. So as to explore this possibility, we incorporate 
two dummy variables in each equation reflecting lower and higher- intensity 
work (the first scored 1 if the student works 1-20 hours per week; the second 
scored 1 if more than 20 hours; when both dummy variables are included in the 
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equation, the reference category consists of those who are not employed). 

In considering the possible effects of hours of work on adolescent mental 
health, school involvement and problem behaviors, it is useful to take 
possibly confounding factors into account. For 'example, significant 
differences between boys and girls on the mental health, achievement, and 
adjustment criteria could render spurious any observed relationships between 
hours of work and the criteria. Thus, if girls had higher grade point 
averages than boys and also worked fewer hours, a negative relationship 
between hours of work and academic achievement would be spurious. Since 
gender is found to be associated with all of the criteria, it is controlled in 
all analyses. (A series of preliminary analyses of all outcome variables, 
including two work intensity dummy-variable predictors, gender, and terms 
expressing the interaction of gender and work hours demonstrated no 
significant differences between boys and girls in the effects of work 
intensity. We therefore do not estimate the equations separately for boys and 
girls.) 

Furthermore, if employed students from lower socio-economic backgrounds 
or those who are disadvantaged in other respects work longer hours than those 
who come from more advantaged families (Mortimer, et al. , 1992a), this 
tendency could account for any deleterious effects of hours of work. 
Therefore, four background control variables are also included in the 
analyses: socio-economic status (an index comprised of parental education and 
family income), race (coded 1 if White, 0 if other), family composition (coded 
1 if two-parent family, 0 if another family type) . and nativity (coded 1 if 
born in the U.S., 0 if elsewhere). For the third and fourth-wave analyses of 
the mental health and behavioral adjustment outcomes, school drop-out status 
is an additional control. 



Finally, if adolescents select themselves (or are selected) into work of 
higher or lower intensity on the basis of prior attributes (e.g., mental 
health, problem behavior, or involvement or achievement in school) which 
remain stable over time, any observed relationships between work intensity and 
the criteria could be attributable to selection processes. But whereas 
inclusion of lagged criteria as predictors allows stronger causal inferences 
than are possible with cross -sectional data, it also raises the possibility of 
"overcontrolling. " That is, if youth work continues over a period of time, it 
may exert its influence relatively early in the employment history. If that 
were to happen, the effects of work intensity could be reflected in each 
lagged criterion variable (measured one year earlier) , leading the analyst to 
control the very influence that is the focus of study. To mitigate against 
this problem and to be able to examine the influence of hours of work with and 
without control for some common causes (i.e., the background variables), we 
enter dummy-variable work hours predictors reflecting high intensity and low 
intensity employment (in relation to the reference category of non- working 
students) into a series of equations; first controlling only gender, then 
gender and the four background variables, and, finally, gender, tlie background 
factors and the one -year lagged criterion. If a relationship between work 
intensity and the criteria were found to be robust even under the last 
specification, having the most inclusive set of controls, there would be 
strong evidence for a causal linkage. We repeat this series of analyses three 
times- -estimating the effects of work intensity in the 10th, 11th, and 12th 
grades . 

Since the measures of mental health, time spent on homework, and grade 
point average are all justifiably treated as interval scales, we vs6 ordinary 
least squares regression to assess their responsiveness to work intensity. 
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But because the behavioral adjustment variables are ordinal scales (see 
Appendix A) , we use the ordered probit estimation procedure (LIMDEP) to 
examine these variables. As for the interval measure dependent variables, we 
assess the effects of dummy variable work intensity predictors under the 
conditions of the three sets of controls. In the third, including the lagged 
criteria, the response categories are expressed as dummy variables; zero, 
indicating that the respondent never engaged in the behavior, is the reference 
indicator) . 

We first briefly consider the prevalence of adolescent employment and the 
kinds of jobs the teenagers held during the four years of observation. We 
then examine the implications of work intensity each year for adolescent 
mental health, achievement, and behavioral adjustment. Finally, we assess 
possible reciprocal causation at an earlier point in time, that is, whether 
the lagged psychological and behavioral variables, measured one year earlier, 
influence the intensity of work during the following year. 

FINDINGS 

The students, mostly fourteen and fifteen years old at the time of the 
first-wave survey, were found to have considerable work experience. Of the 
ninth graders, 82.5% had ever held a steady job. Most obtained their first 
jobs at age 12 or younger, with girls starting to work earlier than boys 
(Mortimer, Finch, Owens, and Shanahan, 1990). Table 1 shows that girls are 
more likely than boys to be employed at each wave; the gender difference is 
especially pronounced in wave 1. In the earlier years, this difference is 
likely attributable to the concentration of girls in babysitting. Whereas 35% 
of boys held informal employment in the ninth grade; this was the case for 
fully 72 percent of the employed girls, most of whom worked in private 
households as babysitters. By the tenth grade, 34 percent of the girls, and 9 
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percent of the boys were employed in informal work settings. The decline in 
girls' employment between waves 1 and 2, from 63 to 52 percent, could be due 
to the difficulties that some girls experience in moving from informal to 
formal work. Despite that fact that informal employment is quite rare for 
both genders by the fourth wave, the employment differential in favor of girls 
continues. (Recent national studies indicate no gender difference in youth 
labor force participation and employment, see U. S. Department of Labor, 1987: 
15; U. S. Department of Labor, 1985; Bachman, et al., 1987: 162). 

Students report substantial, and increasing, hours of work; 9th grade 
boys worked 11.3 hours per week on the average, and 21.8 hours in the fourth 
wave; boys exhibited a large increase in work hours between the ninth and 
tenth grades. The corresponding figures for girls are 11.5 and 19.8 in waves 
1 and 4, with girls showing more gradual increments in work hours over time. 
By the fourth wave about a fourth of the panel work more than 20 hours per 
week. Whereas girls 1 wages are considerably lower than boys 1 in the ninth 
grade, because of their concentration in babysitting, the gender differential 
is rather small in the latter years of high school. Boys report higher 
earnings over a two-week interval. 

Elsewhere we have described the distribution of the students' firsc jobs 
and the ninth graders' jobs (Mortimer, Finch, Owens, and Shanahan, 1990). As 
shown in Table 2, the character of adolescent work changes over time, with 
large numbers in informal work in the first year; concentration in restaurant 
work in years 2 and 3, and then greater dispersion across various types of 
jobs in wave 4. "Youthwork" is found to be segregated by sex, just as is 
adult work. For example, in the fourth wave, girls are more likely than boys 
to be doing informal, clerical and sales work, and to be in jobs that involve 
teaching or care for others (i.e., in health and recreation settings). Boys 
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are more likely to do semi-skilled (as operatives, drivers, etc.) and 
restaurant work, and to work as manual laborers. These gender differences 
generally hold across waves. (The greater prevalence of boys in the sales 
category in the ninth grade is due to the fact that many young males are 
newspaper carriers). 

The Effects of Work Intensity on Adolescent Mental Health and Achievement 

Considering first the mental health criteria, students who worked more 
than 20 hours were not found to exhibit greater depressive affect, lower self- 
esteem or a more external control orientation than students who did not work 
(analyses not shown) . There was only one significant effect of low intensity 
(20 hours per week or less) work, but because it appeared in only one model 
specification it cannot be considered robust. (Students who worked 20 or 
fewer hours in the tenth grade had higher self-esteem, beta-. 072, p<.05, than 
students who did not work, but only in the second model specification, 
including gender and the four background controls.) The two dummy hours 
variables did not significantly predict the time adolescents spend on homework 
in waves 2 and 3 (there were consistent null findings across the three model 
specifications). However, in wave 4, high intensity work had a negative 
effect on homework time (beta-- . 105 , p<.01) in the third model specification. 
The hypothesis that adolescents 1 grades suffer from long hours of work was not 
supported (see Table 3). Only in grade 10, and in the third model 
specification including all controls, did higher intensity work depress 
grades, considered in relation to students who did not work. But high school 
seniors employed fewer than 20 hours had higher grade point averages than 
those who were not employed. Remarkably, this positive effect of lower 
intensity work remained statistically significant under all three model 
specifications. It is difficult to understand why the positive effect of low- 
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intensity employment on grades is evident only at this time. (Whereas low 
intensity work also has a positive effect on grades on the eleventh grade > 
this coefficient becomes statistically insignificant when the control 
variables are entered.) 
The Effects of Work Intensity on Behavioral Adjustment 

It is in the realm of behavioral adjustment, particularly substance use, 
that prior research shows the clearest link to high intensity employment. 
Still, it remains to be seen whether this relationship may be spurious due to 
"third variables" (e.g., attributable to the effects of gender and/or social 
background) or attributable to processes of selection (i.e., those with prior 
behavioral problems choose to work more intensively) . We consider these 
alternatives with respect to three behavioral adjustment indicators- -drinking, 
smoking, and school problem behavior. 

As shown in Table 4, there is strong evidence that high intensity 
employment fosters alcohol use. In waves 2 and 3, high intensity employment 
was found to have significant positive effects on drinking behavior even with 
gender, the four background variables, and the lagged criterion controlled. 
Fourth-wave respondents who worked more than 20 hours drank more frequently 
than non-working students even when gender, socio-economic status, race, 
family composition, nativity and drop-out status were taken into account. 
However, in the fourth wave, high intensity work has no significant effect 
under the condition of the third, most stringent, set of controls. This is 
not surprising given the high stability of drinking behavior. In only the 
third wave were students who worked less intensively found to drink 
significantly more often than students who did not work. 

There was little evidence that high intensity employment fosters smoking. 
Only in wave 3, in two model specifications, were those who worked more 
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intensively found to smoke significantly more than those who did not work (see 
Table 5) . There was no evidence that teenagers who work at lower intensity 
smoke more than their non- working counterparts; in fact, in instances where 
low intensity work had a significant effect, it was negative. It is 
noteworthy that the two work intensity variables were found to have no 
significant effects, in any of the three years, when the lagged variable is 
included. Given the extremely high stability of smoking behavior, it is a 
most powerful predictor. 

A similar pattern was evident with respect to school problem behavior 
(see Table 6) : scant evidence that high intensity work promotes getting in 
trouble at school, and some indication in wave 4 that working at low intensity 
exerts a depressive (protective) effect. 

We noted earlier that we estimated the effects of a continuous measure of 
work intensity in a series of preliminary analyses. Since these yielded 
findings that are quite consistent with those reported above, they are not 
presented. That is, work intensity, continuously measured, had virtually no 
significant effects on the mental health and achievement criteria, 
irrespective of time and model specification. It had a significant positive 
impact on drinking. Not surprisingly, given the evidence for a curvilinear 
relationship between work hours and the other two adjustment criteria, 
reported in Tables 5 and 6, the continuously-measured work intensity predictor 
manifested no consistent linear association with smoking or school problem 
behavior . 

The Effect of Earlier Problem Behavior on Subsequent Work Intensity 

The question remains as to whether earlier psychological and behavioral 
attributes drive students to work at greater or lesser intensity. It is 
plausible, for example, that students who have lower self-esteem, who are 
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maladjusted in the school environment or simply disinterested in school (as 
evidenced by school problem behavior, low grade point average, and little time 
devoted to homework) would choose to work more intensively. Perhaps such 
students would be seeking a different arena, outside of school, to demonstrate 
their proficiencies and to enhance their self-regard. They could be motivated 
by the financial gain derived from high- intensity work, enabling them to buy 
alcohol and cigarettes or to engage in status -enhancing activities with peers. 

We therefore regressed work hours each year (continuously-measured) on 
each of the mental health, achievement and adjustment indicators measured the 
year previously. Because gender, social background, and school dropout status 
could influence the psychological and behavioral variables as well as work 
intensity, we control these variables . T n the analysis. Thus, each equation 
included the following predictors: one psychological or behavioral variable 
(measured one year prior to work intensity) and all controls. In these 
analyses, the lagged drinking, smoking and school problem variables were 
expressed as dummies. There was no evidence that adolescents with poorer 
mental health (i.e., who exhibit more depressive affect, lower self-esteem, or 
a more external control orientation) or lesser investment in school (as 
indicated by low grade point average, little time devoted to homework, and 
school problem behavior) are selected into work of higher intensity. However, 
these findings suggest that prior behavioral problems may be conducive to 
employment of high intensity. The lagged behavioral adjustment indicators did 
have significant positive effects on work hours the following year: first-year 
school problem behavior, drinking in waves 1, 2, and 3; and smoking in wave 3, 

CONCLUSION 

These analyses show that the question as to whether working has positive 
or negative effects on the mental health, achievement, and adjustment of youth 
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is a complex one. Because there are multiple potential outcomes of interest, 
there is no easy answer. With respect to the mental health constructs, the 
findings point to the conclusion that hours of work do not have significant 
deleterious influence. There is no evidence in these data that work intensity 
is significantly linked to adolescent self-esteem, mastery, or depressive 
affect. This pattern is consistent with earlier analyses, based on wave 1 
cross -sectional data, which examined the effects of work hours on these and 
other psychosocial outcomes and found little relationship (Mortimer, et al., 
1992a). Furthermore, Steinberg and Dornbusch (1991) report that the level of 
investment in work is not related to student self-reliance. Based on this 
finding and their analysis of self-esteem, these authors (1991:311) conclude 
that "the relationship between employment and psychosocial functioning is 
quite modest and not a direct function of hours of employment." Similarly, 
Bachman et al. (1986: 71) find no significant relationships between hours of 
work and either self-esteem or locus of control among high school seniors. 

In view of our analyses of two school-related variables, time spent on 
homework and grade point average, we again cannot conclude that working is 
deleterious. In fact, the analyses show that students whc worked at lower 
intensity in the twelfth grade had significantly hi gher grade point averages 
than students who did not work at all. There was no evidence that students 
who work m^re than 20 hours per week have lower grade point averages than 
students who are not employed. Only in the senior year did students who work 
long hours spend less time on homework. Greenberger (1988) suggests that 
adolescents who work long hours may maintain good grades by manipulating their 
courses, avoiding those that are difficult and require a lot of homework, so 
as to maintain relatively high grades despite their considerable investment in 
paid work. She also notes that teachers have reduced their expectations of 
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youth, acknowledging that adolescents have little time for homework because of 
their paid jobs. 

In a similar vein, there is scant evidence that working long hours 
fosters smoking or school-problem behavior; high intensity work had no 
consistent impacts on these outcomes; low- intensity work at times manifested 
protective effects. 

It is with respect to alcohol use that we find the greatest cause for 
concern about some youth's high investment in work. The fact that the work 
intensity variables remained significant predictors of drinking frequency even 
when the powerful background and lagged variables were controlled in waves 2 
and 3 constitutes important new evidence that work intensity is causally 
linked to alcohol use. In wave 4, those who worked more than 20 hours also 
drank more frequently than those who were not employed, but this effect became 
insignificant when the powerful lagged variable was controlled. 

We concluded earlier (Mortimer, et al., 1992a), on the basis of a cross- 
sectional analysis of tl x e associations between employment status, hours of 
work, and work experiences in the ninth grade, on the one hand, and mental 
health, achievement and adjustment, on the other, that the negative tone of 
some recent commentaries on adolescent work may be overdrawn. This 
conclusion, with respect to the psychological and achievement-related 
variables, is strengthened by the present analysis of longitudinal data 
obtained from students as they moved through four years of adolescence (when 
most were age 14-15 to 18-19). 

But with respect to alcohol use, there is some cause for concern about 
hours of work. Despite the fact that students were selected into high 
intensity employment each year partly on the basis .of their prior drinking 
frequency, and despite the high stability of their use over time, there was 
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evidence that as work hours increases alcohol use also rises. This pattern 
has potentially important present as well as future consequences, given the 
health hazards associated with excessive alcohol consumption. Whereas other 
investigators have come to a similar conclusion (Greenberger and Steinberg, 
1986; Steinberg and Dornbusch, 1991), the methodological strengths of the 
present study 1 - -especially its use of a representative panel, studied over a 
four-year period with minimal attrition; the incorporation of key control 
variables; and the replication of the analyses across time- -give special 
credence to this finding. 

The causal dynamics underlying the association between work hours and 
alcohol use remain to be uncovered. Adolescents who work long hours may be 
more likely to socialize outside of work with older coworkers, both teenagers 
and young adults, who induct them into more adult styles of leisure activity. 
Alternatively, the problems associated with juggling a time-consuming job 
along with ~~hool and other activities could foster stress which the 
adolescent attempts to alleviate by alcohol use . 

We have reported a large number of null findings with respect to the 
relationships between hours of work and the psychological outcomes- -self - 
esteem, self -efficacy , and depressive affect- -and the indicators of school 
involvement- -time devoted to homework and. grade point average. Does this mean 
that work in adolescence does not really matter for youth mental health and 
achievement? We do not believe that this conclusion is warranted because the 
analyses presented have only addressed the quantity, not the quality, of work. 
They do not consider the character of the activities that youth are engaged 
in. The kinds of employment that are most readily available to youth, simple 
tasks that involve little training or skill, have been found to have negative 
psychological consequences for adults. In contrast, challenging and sel£- 
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directed occupational conditions have been found tc increase adults' self- 
confidence, lessen anxiety, and to foster self -directed values (Kohn and 
Schooler, 1983; Slomczynski, et al., 1981). 

Some might argue that adolescent work is so homogeneous that assessment 
of the quality of youth work would have limited payoff. Consistent with this 
assumption, little attention has been given in prior studies to the 
relationships between psychosocial variables and the features of adolescents 1 
jobs. Yet jobs that may seem routine from the standpoint of the adult may be 
viewed quite differently by a young person who is working for the first time. 
Adapting to the new rules and routines of the workplace, and building even 
simple job-related skills, may present quite a challenge to the young novice. 

In analyses reported elsewhere (Finch, et al., 1991; Shanahan, et al. , 
1991), we find that constructs reflect- ^g the quality of work are significant 
predictors of adolescent mastery orientation and depressive affect even when 
relevant background and lagged variables are controlled. For example, boys' 
mastery orientation was found to be enhanced when their work provided 
advancement opportunity. Boys 1 depressive affect diminished when they thought 
they were obtaining skills at work that would be useful in the future. In 
contrast, boys 1 sense of mastery was reduced, and their depressive affect 
raised, when they were confronted with difficulties in coordinating the 
demands of school and work. Whereas girls who felt that they were being paid 
well developed a stronger sense of mastery, those who felt responsible for 
things at work that were beyond their control expressed weaker mastery and 
more depressive affect over time. 

Clearly, whether work experience has positive or negative effects on 
adolescent mental health depends on the quality of that experience. We 
concluded, on the basis of those analyses, that a key finding of research on 
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adult workers --that occupational conditions influence adult psychological 
functioning- -can be generalized to adolescents. We have not yet fully 
analyzed the effects of work quality on the other criteria. However, on the 
basis of the findings obtained thus far we would strongly recommend that 
investigators who are interested in youthwork direct their attention away from 
the quantity, and toward the quality, of adolescent work experience. 
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FOOTNOTE 

1. Methodological differences between this study and Steinberg and 
Dornbusch's (1991) report are noteworthy. First, our analyses explicitly 
compare students who work a greater or lesser number of hours with those who 
are not employed. Second, we examine alcohol use and smoking separately; 
their measures combine the frequency of cigarette, alcohol, marihuana and 
other drug use in an index of drug and alcohol use. Third, we separate the 
tendency to engage in these behaviors (at any level) and the frequency of 
involvement; they do not. Fourth, while our study is longitudinal; the 
findings reported in their article are based on cross -sectional data. 
Finally, we do separate analyses for males and females; they combine both 
genders. Given these methodological differences, the fact that the 
conclusions with respect to working hours and adolescent substance use are so 
highly convergent gives more credence to the conclusion that long hours of 
work are deleterious with respect to this outcome. 
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Appendix A. Measures 



Mental Health and Behavioral Adjustment (standardized loadings, 9th grade) 

Mastery (1-strongly disagree, 4— strongly agree) 

There is really no way I can solve some of the problems I have. (.502) 
(reversed) 

Sometimes I feel that I'm being pushed around in life. (.356) 
(reversed) 

I have little control over the things that happen to me. (.431) 
(reversed) 

I can do just about anything I really set my mind to do. (.212) 

What happens to me in the future mostly depends on me. (.106) 

I mostly feel helpless in dealing with the problems of life. (.486) 

(reversed) 

There is little I can do to change many of the important things in my life. 
(.406) (reversed) 

Well-being (1-none of the time; 5-all of the time) 
During the past month, how much of the time: 

Have you felt that the future looks hopeful and promising? (.435) 
Have you generally enjoyed the things you do? (.512) 
Have you felt calm and peaceful? (.583) 
- Have you felt cheerful, lighthearted? (.519) 



23 

2\> 



Depressive Affect (1-none of the time; 5-all of the time) 
During the past month, how much of the time: 

- Have you been under any strain, stress, or pressure? (.470) 

- Have you felt downhearted and blue? (.699) 

- Have you been moody or brooded about things? (.616) 

- Have you felt depressed? (.825) 

- Have you been in low or very low spirits? (.788) 

Positive self-esteem (1-strongly disagree; 4-strongly agree) 
I feel I have a number of good qualities. (.278) 

- I take a positive attitude toward myself. (.507) 

- On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. (.470) 

Behavioral Adjustment 

School problem behavior (l«never; 2-once or twice; 3-3-4 times; 4-5-10 times; 5-more 
than 10 times) 

Since the beginning of school this year, how often have you: 

- gotten into trouble for misbehaving or breaking school rules? 

- been sent to the principal's office or to detention because of something you 
have done? 

(The responses to those items were combined to form a composite, ranging from 
0 to 3: 0- 1 on both items; 1- 2 on both items, or 1 on one item and 2 on 
the other; 2- 3 on both items, or 3 on one item and 1 or 2 on the other; 3- 3 
or 4 on either items) 
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Alcohol use 

Have you ever bad any beer, wine, or liquor to drink? 

How many times have you had alcoholic beverages to drink during the past 30 
days ? (0-Never, 1- None during the past 30 days, 2- 1-2 times, 3- 3-5 times, 
4- 6-9 times, 5- 10-19 times, 6- 20 or more times) 

Smoking 

Have you ever snoked cigarettes (tobacco)? 

How often have you smoked cigarettes during the past 30 days? (0-Never, 1-Not 
at all during the last 30 days, 2- Less than 1 cigarette each day, 3- 1 to 5 
cigarettes each day, 4- About 1/2 pack each day, 5- About 1 pack each day, 6- 
About 1-1/2 packs or more each day) 
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Table 2. Frequency Distributions of Job Types Held by Students, 
Boys and Girls, Grades 9-12 



GRADE 9 GRADE 10 GRADE 11 GRADE 12 

JOB TYPE BOYS GIRLS BOYS GIRLS BOYS GIRLS BOYS GIRLS 

Informal 36.4 73.0 9.4 36.1 3.1 13.9 3.9 7 3 

(67) (246) (16) (92) (7) (43) (9) (24) 

Restaurant/ 26.6 16.3 46.8 40.4 47.6 32.3 39.0 27.5 

Food Work (49) (55) (80) (103) (108) (100) (90) (90) 

Sales 16.8 5.0 12.3 11.8 14.1 33.9 0 3 34 6 

(31) (17) (21) (30) (32) (105) (47) (113) 

Laborers 10.9 2.1 22.2 3.1 23.8 2.6 20.3 3 4 

(20) (7) (38) (8) (54) (8) (47) (11) 

Semi-skilled 3.3 .3 2.3 2.0 4.0 1.3 7.8 2.4 

(6) (1) (4) (5) (9) (4) (18) (8) 

Clerical 3.3 .9 3.5 3.1 .4 5.2 1.3 13 8 

(6) (3) (6) (8) (1) (16) (3) (45) 

Teachers/ 2.2 2.1 2.9 3.1 3.1 9.7 5.2 10 1 

Recreation (4) (7) (5) (8) (7) (30) (12) (33) 

Others .5 .3 .6 .4 4.0 1.3 2 2 9 

(D CD (1) (1) (9) (4) (5) (3) 

Percent 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Total N 184 337 171 255 227 310 231 327 
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